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T HE Guidelines developed in the English 
Teacher Preparation Study are but the 
latest in a long line of documents related 
to the preparation of teachers of English 
for the schools. The parallels and signif- 
icant differences in the procedures by 
which these Guidelines were developed, in 
the nature and scope of the recommenda- 
tions, in the sanctions they represent, and 
in the prospects of their influence may be 
more apparent, however, when placed in 
the context of a century of concern with 
the caliber and preparation of teachers of 
English. Efforts m this direction a century 
ago were addressed, first, to establishing 
the status of English as a school subject; 
second, to improving the quality and prep- 
aration of all teachers; and, third, as En- 
glish gradually became accepted as a sub- 
ject, to becoming more concerned with 
special training for teachers of English. 

As early as 1642 and 1647, laws were 
passed in Massachusetts to establish schools 
for the teaching of English, largely reading 
and writing. And in 1749, Franklin justified 
the importance of English as a part of the 
program for the academy in Philadelphia. 
Yet as late as the 1860’s and 1870’s, English 
was generally of little importance in Amer- 
ican schools and colleges. 

But, in 1869, Charles W. Eliot announced 



his concern with the quality of education 
offered in our schools and colleges. Upon 
the occasion of his inauguration as Pres- 
ident of Harvard College, he devoted his 
address to discussing a range of educational 
problems. Regarding the failure of talks 
taking place at that time to add much to 
the “staple of education,” he. said, “A strik- 
ing illustration may be found in the pre- 
vailing neglect of the systematic study of 
the English language.” 1 He went on to argue 
for the enlargement of the American edu- 
cational program extending from the ele- 
mentary school through college. He stressed 
that “the needed reformation in methods of 
teaching the subjects which have already 
been nominally admitted to the American 
curriculum applies not only to the uni- 
versity, but to the preparatory schools 
down to the primary. The American col- 
lege is obliged to supplement the American 
school. Whatever elementary instruction 
the schools fail to give, the college must 
supply.” 2 Then he announced the Harvard 
faculty’s recent decision to establish some 
admission requirements, including the of- 
fering of prizes for reading aloud and “for 

1 Chides William Eliot, Educational Reform 
(New York: The Century Co., 1898), p. 2. 

2 Ibid., p. 4. 
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the critical analysis of passages from En- 
glish authors.” 3 

In 1873-74, however, Harvard changed 
this entrance examination in English signif- 
icantly by instituting a test requiring the 
applicant to demonstrate his ability to use 
English grammar and rhetoric by writing a 
composition acceptable to the Harvard 
faculty on a topic related to certain selec- 
tions of English literature. Not long after, 
colleges throughout New England and other 
parts of the country established their own 
versions of an admissions examination test- 
ing candidates’ preparation in English com- 
position and literature. 

These examinations, and particularly the 
canon of set-books upon which the tests 
were based, had enormous, far-reaching 
effects upon the importance of English in 
the schools, the courses of study, the amount 
of time allotted to the study of English, 
methods of teaching, and the growing de- 
mand for teachers especially trained to 
teach English. Corollary activities also de- 
veloped among English teachers but for 
somewhat different purposes. They ob- 
jected to the superimposing of a college pre- 
paratory program, particularly the long 
lists of classics picked by the colleges, upon 
all high schools student. Some began to 
develop programs of writing, language, and 
literature more in keeping with students 
not preparing for college. This opposition 
led to the formation of regional groups of 
English teachers and ultimately the Nation- 
al Council of Teachers of English. 

President Eliot continued his vigorous 
campaign to establish the importance of 
English in schools and colleges. In June 
1884, he gave an address at Johns Hopkins 
University on “What Is Liberal Education?” 
He discussed what he considered to be 
indispensable components of a liberal edu- 
cation. He proceeded to justify his ele- 
vating certain modern subjects to “equal 
academic value and rank with any subject 
now most honored.” The first is English. 

3 For an account of some of the early history 
of aspects of English in American schools, see 
Joseph Mersand’s informative essay, “The 
Teaching of Literature in American High 
Schools, 1865-1900,” Perspectives on Teaching, 
Essays To Honor W. Wilbur Hatfield (New 
York: Appleton-Century-Crofts, Inc., 1960), 
pp. 271-302. 



He pointed out the contrast between the 
importance of the array of English writers 
and the greatness of their literature and the 
low status of the subject in many schools 
and its absence from some. He reported that 
the modest English test required for admis- 
sion to colleges revealed “the woeful ig- 
norance of their own language and liter- 
ature which prevails among the picked 
youth of the country.” 4 He went on to ex- 
plain that “For ten years past Harvard 
University has been trying, first, to stimu- 
late the preparatory schools to give atten- 
tion to English, and, secondly, to develop 
and improve its own instruction in that 
department; but its success has thus far been 
very moderate. So litt'c attention is paid 
to English at the preparatory schools that 
half of the time, labor, and money which 
the University spends upon English must 
be devoted to the mere elements of the 
subject. . . . This comparative neglect of 
the greatest of literatures in American 
schools and colleges is certainly a remark- 
able phenomenon.” Later in the same ad- 
dress he said that “English should be studied 
from the beginning of school life to the end 
of college life.” This problem of the status 
of English relative to that of other sub- 
jects prompted the Department of Secon- 
dary Instruction of the National Education 
Association in 1887 to approve unanimously 
a resolution stating that “In the opinion of 
the department, the English language should 
be given at least an equal place with that 
of the classics and science in the iiigh 
school’s course of study.” 5 
In many of his talks in the 1880s and 
1890s Eliot stressed the importance of de- 
veloping the school programs and of giving 
greater importance to certain subjects such 
as English, history, modern languages, nat- 
ural sciences, “political economy.” But he 
also emphasized the accompanying need for 
better teachers, for teachers’ examinations, 
for a better tenure system, for a higher pro- 
portion of male teachers, who are more 
likely than women to make teaching their 
lifework, for effective supervision of pro- 
bationary teachers, for teachers “prepared 
to specialize in teaching one subject” and 
adapt instruction to children of different 



4 Ibid., pp. 99-100. 

&NEA Proceedings (1887), p. 395. 
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